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A look at the childcare section of any bookstore reveals the ongoing popularity of books
written for a parent audience about the care of babies. New editions of old classics such as Better
Homes and Gardens New Baby Book,1 Good Housekeeping Illustrated Book of Pregnancy &
Baby Care,2 and a ninth edition of Dr. Spock's Baby and Child Care,3 are joined by books with
uniquely contemporary themes such as Raising Baby Green: The Earth Friendly Guide to
Pregnancy, Childbirth, and Baby Care 4and Secrets of the Baby Whisperer.5 Published advice
and information directed at parents is not new. Literate mothers in colonial America read “baby
books” written by English doctors that reflected both Enlightenment views of the child as an
innocent creature and Calvinist thought that pitted mothers against a willful baby who needed
careful handling. By 1800, baby books for American families were written by American doctors
and published in the United States.6 Childhood had emerged in professionals’ understanding as a
distinct stage of life, and in middle class homes, children increasingly had their own rooms,
clothing, toys and special child-sized furniture. Child rearing literature was directed primarily at
mothers, who had come to be viewed as the moral authority in the home.7
This essay examines the published advice of experts such as Emmett Holt at the turn of
the century, John B. Watson in the 1920s, and Arnold Gesell and Benjamin Spock in the 1940s
and 50s, as well as less well-known authors who were widely read in their day. It chronicles the
growing popularity of parent advice publications, as well as the role of the federal government in
advising parents through printed literature. These books and pamphlets mirrored changes in
social structures and family life, and met American parents’ perceived need for expert advice in
an era of increasing specialization and scientific study.

1900: The Century of the Child
In 1900, Ellen Key wrote the bestseller The Century of the Child,8 a book with the
premise that the world's children should become the central concern of society during the
twentieth century. Key predicted that the status of children in Western society would undergo
dramatic change, and that the rearing and education of children would become the focal point of
both family life and society as a whole.
A number of historical factors merged to create this “century of the child” and, along
with it, an increased market for parenting advice publications. These factors were the emergence
of a new role for the family in society, industrialization, urbanization, declining infant mortality
rates, and increasing public interest in all things modern and scientific. Philippe Aries described
the emergence of a new moral and spiritual role for the family, as the family “raised the wall of
private life between family and society” 9 and organized itself around the child. Industrialization
moved production out of the home, leading to an increase in division of labor in middle class
families, with men in the workplace and women and children at home. The removal of women's
role in production increased focus on their role as mothers and child rearers and possessors of
"maternal instincts," well suited for the valuable but unpaid role of child caretaker.
As production left the household and children had less real work to do, childrearing was
no longer shaped around daily tasks that served the family and prepared children for occupations.
Childhood was increasingly viewed as a unique and protected period of life.10 Urbanization
limited contact with extended families and took away the communal support for parenting that
mothers in earlier times and in different cultures had enjoyed. At the same time, science, rather
than traditional ways, came to be highly regarded. These factors combined to create a void filled
nicely by advice books for mothers.

American Families at the Turn of the Century
A baby born at the turn of the century might have joined a family consisting of a mother,
father, and three brothers and sisters. The mother would likely have been a homemaker, as only
5.6 percent of married women were in the labor force in 1900. Half of all American families
lived on farms.11 This was a time of change in the United States as immigrants poured into New
York through Ellis Island.12 A baby born at the turn of the century had a life expectancy of less
than 50 years. Approximately 9 percent of children born in this decade would graduate from high
school. On average, white children would complete less than seven years of schooling, and nonwhite children would complete less than four years.13 Although improved from previous decades,
the specter of early death hung over young families. Infant mortality at a rate of more than 160
per 1000 live births was a concern,14 and the rate was even higher in New York and other
cities.15
The “Infant Bible of the Nation"
As American society became more specialized and more enamored of science, child
raising became one of many aspects of life deemed to require expert advice. Mothers seeking
such advice at the turn of the century could turn not only to the accumulated wisdom of
generations of extended family, but also to books written for mothers. Most parenting advice
literature was authored by male physicians, who expanded their advice beyond health issues, as
the new specialty of pediatrics led doctors who had previously been consulted only for the care
of sick children to become sources of well baby and childcare advice as well. Prominent among
these was Dr. L. Emmett Holt, who expanded a pamphlet he had written for nurses into a
"catechism" for mothers entitled The Care and Feeding of Children.16 Over the years, through
12 revisions and 75 printings, the book became the “infant bible of the nation."17

Feeding the Baby
Most babies through the nineteenth century consumed breast milk, whether from their
own mothers or from a wet nurse. By 1900, the science of “formula” feeding (mixing cow’s milk
with other substances following a formula that would best supply a particular baby’s needs) had
begun to replace wet-nursing. Breastfeeding in this time period, if done according to experts’
advice, followed a modern scheduled approach.18 Dr. Holt recommended strict feeding schedules,
so the clock, rather than the baby, dictated when feedings would occur. He directed mothers to
nurse newborns every two hours during the day and twice at night, for no more than 20 minutes,
intervals identical to those recommended for a bottle-fed baby. Holt stressed “regularity; it is just
as important as in the case of bottle-feeding.” Again like bottle feeding, “the nipples should be
kept clean by being washed after every nursing.”19
For the mother in 1900 who did not breastfeed, Holt provided a multitude of detailed
information on how to mix the baby’s formula from cow’s milk: top milk (obtained from having
the milk sit for six hours before skimming it off), barley water (boil two tablespoons of barley in
a quart of water for six to eight hours, then strain through a cloth) combined with sugar in
varying proportions (or formulas) as the baby grew.
While Dr. Holt heartily recommended breastfeeding in his book, responding to the
question, “What is the best infant food?” with the unequivocal answer, “Mother’s milk,”20 he
devoted 15 pages to formula feeding, and only four to breastfeeding.21 Supplying detailed and
doctor-endorsed information on a new feeding method exploited the public's interest in all things
new, modern, and scientific. Furthermore, Holt recommended that nursing mothers substitute an
occasional bottle, so that, “It22 becomes accustomed to taking its food from the bottle.”23

The expert-recommended age of weaning had dropped from 24 months to 11 months
throughout the nineteenth century,24 and by 1900, mothers read in Holt’s popular book a
recommendation for starting at nine or 10 months, with weaning completed by one year, unless
that fell in the summer. The threat of “Summer Complaint” or infant death by diarrheal diseases
was a very real problem at the turn of the century.25 Particularly in urban areas, lack of
refrigeration and unsanitary conditions combined with summer heat to produce milk that caused
severe diarrhea leading to death by dehydration.26 During this period, already high mortality
rates for infants in New York City tripled during the summer months, rising from an annual rate
of less than 200 per 1000 live births in January to almost 600 in July.27 Holt was a leading figure
in the movement for a safer milk supply, and was credited with helping establish sources of clean
certified raw milk purchased by middle and upper class parents, and milk stations around the city
that distributed less expensive but safe pasteurized milk to poor families.28
Baby’s Bath
While babies in previous decades29 had reaped the dubious benefits of cold baths
intended to “harden” the young child, Dr. Holt advised a warm bath that took place in a pleasant
room. He gave specific instructions: “The room should be warm; if possible, there should be an
open fire. The bath should be given quickly, and the body dried rapidly with a soft towel.” The
bath temperature should be “for the first few weeks at 100 degrees F. Later…95 degrees. After
six months, at 90 degrees.” 30 However, a child who caught cold easily was still prescribed a
daily morning sponging of the chest and spine with cold water.
Bedtime for Baby
Until the mid-eighteenth century, bedtime for a child meant sleeping in the parents’ bed
until age two or older, at which time he or she would share a bed with brothers or sisters.31

During the nineteenth century, separate beds became common. Newborn babies slept with their
parents but were to be moved to their own beds before age one. In 1878, Dr. Pye Henry
Chavasse wrote in Advice to a Mother on the Management of her Children, “Ought a babe to lie
alone from the first? Certainly not…he requires the warmth of another person’s body.”32
However, by the turn of the century, Holt advised: “Should a child sleep in the same bed with his
mother or nurse? Under no circumstances … nor should older children sleep together.”33
Babies were expected to sleep “about nine tenths of the time” as newborns and “two
thirds of the time” at age one year.34 Holt recommended putting the baby to bed in a crib, awake,
in a darkened room. Rocking was “by no means [necessary] and a habit easily acquired, but hard
to break and a very useless and sometimes injurious one.”35 Crying was good for expanding the
lungs, “necessary for health. It is the baby’s exercise,” Holt wrote.36
Toilet Training
Very early toilet training was the recommended practice of this time period. Dr. Holt
offered the following advice:
How may a child be trained to be regular in its bowels?
By endeavoring to have them move at exactly the same time every day.
At what age may an infant be trained to use the chamber or chair for its movements?
Easily by the third month if training is begun early.37
Holt’s recommendations for regulating and training the young baby’s habits—sleeping,
toileting, and play-- contrast with present-day emphasis on the importance of stimulation for
intellectual growth. In fact, Holt’s advice of playing with the baby was, “The less of it at any
time the better for the infant.”38
While Holt’s didactic prose, as well as his practice of referring to the baby as “it,” might
be off-putting to readers today, his writing was popular with mothers, as he attempted to address

serious health issues of his time. He expressed concern that mothers not become overwhelmed
by the care of their babies; in particular, he sought to discourage leaving the child in poor care
with an untrained caregiver or a hired wet-nurse.39 Part of promoting motherhood as a noble
profession for women at home involved making it sufficiently attractive, and Holt aimed to do
this by scheduling the baby. Holt’s dogmatic and paternalistic style reflected the certainty with
which experts wrote for mothers, giving scientific credibility to recommendations grounded
more in changing middle class social norms than science.
1918: Raising the “Greatest Generation”
American Families between the World Wars
American families experienced another period of change in the years after World War I.
Women achieved the right to vote in 1919, and Prohibition became the law of the land in 1920.
Infant mortality had dropped dramatically, to less than 90 per 1000 live births,40 as a safer milk
supply, better food, and immunizations were available to more families.41 By the mid-1920s,
parents could have their babies vaccinated for diphtheria and typhoid, as well as smallpox, and
death rates from those diseases declined rapidly. A white child born in 1920 could expect to live
to be 55 years old, and a non-white child, 45. A child born in the 1920s would attend school for
almost eight years on average.42
Baby book writers responded to changing times with a new generation of childcare
advice literature, once again presenting their recommendations as universal and scientific, but in
fact reflecting social priorities as much as a professional knowledge base. Growing numbers of
new mothers in the 1920s were looking for such parenting advice. Sociologists Robert and Helen
Merrell Lynd observed changing attitudes in working- and middle-class families. In Middletown,
their 1929 landmark study of a small Midwestern city, they noted, “The attitude that child

rearing is something not to be taken for granted but to be studied appears in parents of both
groups. One cannot talk with Middletown mothers without being continually impressed by the
eagerness of many to lay hold of every available resource for help in training their children.”43
The Lynds enumerated the mothers’ sources: Holt’s Care and Feeding of Children was still
popular in reprints, now supplemented by public health pamphlets, multi-volume “child training”
book sets peddled door-to-door, articles in women’s magazines, and federal government
bulletins from the Children’s Bureau.44
“Uncle Sam Will Help You Raise [your] Baby”
The United States government played an important role in the expansion of parenting
advice literature. In 1909, the first White House Conference on Children had convened, leading
to the founding of the Children’s Bureau in 1912.45 Providing expert childcare information and
advice was now viewed as a need to be addressed by the federal government. The January 10,
1915 edition of the Reading (Pennsylvania) Eagle wrote of the new government baby care
bulletin, Infant Care, “Do you want your baby to be big and strong and healthy, sound of mind
as well as body? Uncle Sam will help you raise just that sort of baby; the kind he wants for future
citizens.”46
The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 created a corps of 2,000 county extension agents (now
called Cooperative Extension agents) who, in addition to their agricultural work, carried on
demonstration projects in homemaking and childcare and distributed parenting literature.47
Further support for the federal government’s role came with the passage of the Sheppard-Towner
Maternity and Infancy Protection Act in 1921.48
The Children's Bureau was charged with addressing "all matters pertaining to the welfare
of children and child life among all classes of our people."49 Initially a program of the

Department of Commerce and Labor, after World War II, the Bureau became part of the
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, and is now part of the Department of Health and
Human Services' Administration for Children and Families.50 The Children’s Bureau published
highly popular manuals for parents, written by their largely female staff, a departure from most
contemporary parenting advice literature.51 Infant Care was a runaway “best seller,” distributed
free of charge or for ten cents a copy by government agencies, health departments, well-baby
clinics, and members of Congress.52 The pamphlet’s text was reprinted in other baby care
publications. One and a half million copies were distributed between 1914 and 1921. By 1929,
aided by funds from the Sheppard-Towner Act, the booklet reached parents of half of all babies
in the United States, according to Children’s Bureau personnel.53 Thus, this publication reached a
wide audience of mothers, including those living on farms and small towns.
The Parents Association
Another popular source of advice for mothers was the Parents Association, publisher of
numerous small volumes, as well as Children, the Magazine for Parents, later re-named Parents
Magazine, which debuted in 1926. Funded by the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Foundation and
with an editorial board of leading academics, the magazine targeted educated, middle-class
parents who were looking for guidance in raising their children. The magazine's motto, "on
rearing children from crib to college," alludes to this middle-class readership. Experts in child
health, psychology, and education translated research studies into popular terms and offered
practical suggestions to mothers.54 As time went on, Parents publications included advertising
promoting such items as ready-made baby food, private schools, and summer camps. By 1946,
Parents Magazine had a readership of over one million.55

Baby’s Day, 1917
An early Parents Association publication56 written by Ray Beery, with credentials from
Columbia and Harvard Universities, cited the Children’s Bureau’s Infant Care pamphlet as the
source of some of its content. Beery gave the following daily routine for an older infant:
6 a.m. baby’s first nursing
Family breakfast; children off to school
9 a.m. baby’s bath, followed by second nursing
Baby sleeps till noon
12 to 12:30, baby’s noon meal
Out-of-door airing and nap
3 to 3:30 p.m. afternoon nursing
Period of waking
6 to 7 p.m. baby’s supper and bed
He went on the offer the following explanation:
You will be interested to know how mothers succeed in carrying out instructions
given by experts. Consequently we add here a report of the actual procedure as conducted
by a careful and intelligent mother.
Dickey, aged eight and one-half month, usually wakes up in the morning a little
before six o’clock (5 or 10 minutes perhaps) and no attention whatever is paid to his
repeated demands for breakfast until 6 o’clock. Sometimes he cries outright at not being
looked after immediately and keeps it up, but usually if 3 or 4 little squeals do not bring
results, he begins to amuse himself…
Beery described Dickey playing happily after his 6:00 a.m. nursing, until he was nursed again at
nine o’clock, given a bath, and placed on a “tiny commode” as part of his toilet-training regimen.
The account then described his long morning nap outdoors, followed by another long nap in the
afternoon.
About four o’clock his mother brings him downstairs and gives him his music
lesson which consists of two or three records on the Victrola and a song or two from her
or anyone else who might be able to sing for him. He has come thoroughly to enjoy the
music and laughs out loud sometimes at particularly loud tones. He is amused by various
things until five o’clock when he is taken upstairs and given his second bottle of milk and
put back into his crib until nine or half-past nine o’clock, when he is awakened, dressed
for the night and given his last meal for the day; indeed his last attention, too, for he
never wakes up at night and disturbs no one to nearly six o’clock the next morning.57

The reader was reassured that Dickey was a happy and healthy baby, and that he caused
the other members of his household “very minimum annoyance or trouble.”58 Notable are the
combination of breast and bottle feeding, no evidence of solid food at eight and a half months of
age, some use of toys, lots of fresh air in all kinds of weather, and extremely high expectations of
Dickey’s capacity to entertain himself or sleep for long periods of time.
Toilet Training
Beery’s description of very early toilet training echoed Holt’s recommendations in the
1890s. He recommended beginning toilet training early and with regularity, aided by
suppositories if necessary. The 1926 U.S. government publication, Infant Care, also gave this
advice, “Toilet training may be begun as early as the end of the first month...The first essential in
bowel training IS absolute regularity."59 Dr. Frank Howard Richardson, a consultant to the New
York Department of Health with teaching affiliations at many New York hospitals and
universities, provided detailed instructions, with illustrations, for whittling a soap suppository
and preparing to “apply the chamber” as the baby was trained. “She should lay him on his back
across her lap…holding the lap chamber close up to the buttocks…If, after waiting for a few
minutes, the expected stool does not come, she may facilitate matters by inserting the small soap
suppository…”60
Other books of the period also recommended early, but non-punitive, toilet training. In
his 1921 book, The Care of the Baby, Dr. J. P. Crozer Griffith, professor of pediatrics at the
University of Pennsylvania, recommended beginning training at three months in, but also warned,
“It need scarcely be remarked that punishment for delinquencies in this line is totally out of the
question at any age.61

Feeding the Baby
Experts of this period provided extensive detailed information on formula preparation,
while at the same time recommending breastfeeding as the ideal. Undercutting this stated support
of breastfeeding were recommendations that attempt to schedule and standardize breastfeeding to
resemble formula feeding, apparently reversing the original conceptualization of formula as a
substitute for mothers’ milk. According to the 1917 Parents publication62 and the 1926 federal
government-issued Infant Care bulletin,63 mothers should limit nursing to 20-minute sessions, on
schedule. The recommended interval between nursing sessions was now three to four hours, in
contrast to the two-hour interval Holt recommended in the 1890s. Dr. Richardson advised the
mother to nurse the baby in a quiet place, with no one else in the room, and to prepare by
washing her hands, cleaning her fingernails, and washing her nipples.64 She should eat fruit,
green vegetables, and milk, if the quality was good. “If she lives in the country and keeps her
own cow…she is indeed fortunate.”65 Mothers who had difficulty nursing were advised to use
nipple shields made from lead.66 Many mothers struggled to meet these requirements for
isolation, cleanliness, timing, and diet, and breastfeeding rates continued to decline during this
period.67
Experts in the 1910s and 1920s advised mothers to wean the baby gradually. While in
1900 Holt had advised starting solid food at 10 months,68 Richardson wrote that “many of the
best men” now recommended that mothers “give solid food much earlier in life than used ever to
be thought of. According to this new trend, it is now no uncommon thing to begin the feeding of
green vegetables, usually spinach, as early as six months of age.”69 The “old fear of weaning in
the summer” was no longer an issue because the milk supply was now safer and more reliable,70
as the infant mortality rate had dropped overall and no longer spiked in the summer.71

Bedtime for Baby
Mothers were advised against the “bad habit” of letting the baby go to sleep at the breast.
Dr. Richard A. Bolt, president of the American Child Heath Association, supporter of federal
government efforts on behalf of mothers and children, and author of parenting pamphlets,
warned in 1924 that, “It is dangerous for it [baby] to go to sleep in the same bed with her. A
number of instances have been reported where a mother has unknowingly rolled over on the
baby during a sound sleep.”72 Beery warned that the baby should not to have too much play or
excitement, as this would interfere with sleep.73 Mothers were told to watch unscrupulous nurses
(hired private childcare providers) to make sure they did not give medicine to babies to make
them sleep,74 and “under no consideration resort to the ‘pacifier.”75
All experts recommended “copious amounts” of fresh air in the baby’s room at all
times,76 as they believed it purified the blood and was essential for the baby's health. Fresh air
was touted as a cure for many ills, as it provided needed oxygen, and helped prevent colds and
pneumonia. Napping in the open air was recommended in the winter as well as in warmer
weather, whether on a porch or in a special “balcony cot” designed for city dwellers, a bassinet
that hung from an apartment window.77
Who Was Reading Baby Books?
Baby books of this period, similar to those in the 1890s, portrayed a lifestyle in which the
baby’s family had a home with separate bedrooms, running water, plenty of food, possibly
household help, and a non-employed mother. While this may have described the baby-book
reader of 1900, by the 1920s, this literature, especially government bulletins, reached an
audience beyond the middle class. Molly Ladd-Taylor’s Raising a Baby the Government Way
includes many letters from poor and rural women with low literacy skills and little access to

prenatal or pediatric medical care who wrote to the Children’s Bureau for advice. While the staff
responded with concern, the contrast between the middle–class flavor of their publications and
the grim taste of rural poverty is stark. 78
Little information exists on the racial and socioeconomic status of baby book consumers.
One study, conducted in 1930 and cited by Julia Grant in Raising Baby by the Book, claimed that
46.1percent of African American parents of the “lowest socioeconomic status” reported reading
at least one book on child rearing in the previous year, in contrast to 26.7 percent of white
parents of similar socioeconomic status. Among parents of the higher socioeconomic group, 71.0
percent of black parents and 79.4 percent of white parents had read at least one book on child
rearing. In addition, 78.1 percent of African American parents and 88.2 percent of white parents
reported reading at least one article on child rearing in a newspaper or magazine.79 Despite
apparent diversity in readership, none of the baby books reviewed for this essay showed any nonwhite parents or children in any photographs or illustrations.
In fact, the gap between many mothers’ lives and the focus of the parenting literature was
immense. Parenting advice literature rarely mentioned external forces that affected parents' lives,
in fact, it typically ignored the harsh realities of many parents' lives altogether. With unrelenting
images of white, upper-middle class urban and suburban life, parents were given advice on issues
and uncertainties of child raising in which all solutions to any problems these parents
experienced lay in changing themselves and their families.
1928: Behavioral Psychology Weighs In
In the late 1920s, John B. Watson’s work in behavioral psychology influenced the advice
given to parents. Watson’s Psychological Care of the Infant and Child80 sold 100,000 copies in
its first few years. Parents Magazine recommended that it belonged “on every intelligent

mother’s shelf,”81 and Julia Grant’s study of mothers’ groups in Upstate New York in the 1920s
documents discussion of Watson’s book.82 Watson’s advice against touching, cuddling, or
rocking the baby to sleep was similar to Holt’s advice several decades earlier, but while Holt
justified his directives with concern for the baby’s physical health and survival and mother’s
workload, Watson gave a psychological rationale. He believed that too much handling and
kissing was detrimental to babies, as this treatment would condition children to expect such
behavior as they grew up. A boy might become a “mama’s boy” and expect undue attention and
affection from his wife. (Although Watson used the pronoun “he” in his writing to refer to all
babies, rather than the customary “it” of his predecessors, in this instance, he appears to address
only parents of male children.)
In his chapter “Too Much Mother Love,” Watson wrote, “Never hug and kiss them, never
let them sit in your lap. If you must, kiss them once on the forehead when they say good night.
Shake hands with them in the morning. Give them a pat on the head if they have made an
extraordinarily good job of a difficult task.”83 He cited concern that too much handling and
attention would deter an infant from exploring and manipulating his environment, clearly valuing
such exploration and revealing a perspective on infant development quite different from Holt’s at
the turn of the century. However, there were limits to Watson’s valuing of such exploration,
revealed by his statement disapproving of bath toys as an unneeded distraction from the task at
hand. During this period, the contemporary Children’s Bureau’s Infant Care pamphlet also
cautioned, “The rule that parents should not play with the baby may seem hard, but it is no doubt
a safe one.” Infant Care also advised mothers to give up the practice of “soothing a child to
sleep.”84 Playpens became popular, advertised as an alternative to too much handling, now
thought to be detrimental to the developing child.85

Changes in childbirth practices during this period helped create an increased audience for
published parenting advice. Home births dropped from 50% to 15% between 1915 and 1930, and
hospitals provided new mothers with instructional pamphlets. Sometimes these were reprints of
the government Infant Care bulletin, with illustrations and advertising added.86 Another text
source was the work of Chicago health commissioner Dr. Herman Bundesen, whose baby care
publications sold over 10 million copies between 1925 and 1944.87 His 1927 pamphlet, touting
approval by the American Medical Association, stated that the hospital was “a good place to
have the baby.”88 He recommended breastfeeding, claiming, “The breastfed baby is the best-fed
baby” with “ten times as many chances to grow up strong.”89 Bundesen recommended that the
baby be fed on a schedule, every four hours from 6:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. Bundesen valued good
habits and regularity, stating that the baby should be “trained to sleep” at the same time every
day, as sleep was needed for rapid brain growth. One of his “Ten Commandments of
Motherhood” was “Thou shalt not let the baby sleep with anyone else.”90 Bundesen described
babies crying because of hunger, thirst, and discomfort, but also “bad habit.” He recommended
leaving the baby to “cry it out” until the habit was broken, “even though the crying lasts for
hours and is repeated for a number of days.”91 Dr. Bundesen highly recommended fresh air,
sunshine, and outdoor naps, as cold air was “strengthening.” Parents could hold the baby
sometimes and talk quietly, but most of all babies needed rest, and should not be tickled or rolled,
as this would make them fussy and restless.
1940: “Don’t Watch the Clock, Watch the Child”
In the 1940s, psychologist and pediatrician Arnold Gesell at the Yale University Clinic of
Child Development and his associate, pediatrician Frances Ilg, developed normative information
for professionals on typical child development, promoting a new way of looking at young

children. Ilg was one of the few female authors of commercially published baby books of this
period. Their 1943 Infant and Child in the Culture Today 92 was advertised to parents with the
claim that it “does not contain a single ‘Do' or 'Don’t’ for parents.”93 They advised mothers,
“Don’t watch the clock, watch the child,” and spoke of “organic time” (the baby’s internal clock)
as different from “clock time.”94 They recommended that young babies sleep in their parent's
room. Mothers were urged to adopt the practice of “demand feeding,” nursing or giving a bottle
whenever the baby was hungry. Gesell believed that babies fed this way would work themselves
into a schedule naturally. The baby would probably nurse 20 to 40 minutes, and gradually
decrease the number of feedings on his own. Like Watson, Gesell and Ilg referred to the baby as
“he,” unlike earlier writers who used the pronoun “it.” They also used new terms, “toddler” and
“preschooler,” to describe young children.
Baby’s Day, 1943
Gesell and Ilg’s schedule for a 40-week-old baby differed markedly in content and tone
from the schedule for little Dickey prescribed a generation earlier. Their description reflected
flexibility in times for sleeping and waking, feeding schedule, toilet training approach, and
amount of attention paid to the baby. They described the baby beginning to talk and develop fine
motor skills. Most strikingly, they portrayed the baby as having valid preferences and interests,
in contrast to their predecessors who presented the baby’s actions as attempts to manipulate
caregivers. They emphasized fresh air less. In the following account, the baby naps indoors.
Gesell and Ilg’s description assumed bottle feeding and included earlier feeding of solid foods
than in earlier periods. Their detailed description of the baby’s day began:
The forty-week-old baby wakes anytime between 5 and 7 o’clock. He is likely to
be wet but his fussing is often primarily for social attention. He is also likely to be keenly
hungry and imbibes his bottle with dispatch. He holds and pats his partially propped
bottle. …

At 8:00 he is ready for breakfast. He may take this in his high chair. He vocalizes
“ma-ma” and “nam-nam” in his eager anticipation; but he has learned to inhibit some of
his excitement and waits for the presentation of the dish of cereal. The demanding
eagerness, however, returns if the mother is too slow in following one spoonful with the
next. He associates an empty dish with the termination of the meal and he makes a ready
transition to a period of play.
Between 8 and 10 o’clock he likes to be part of the household group. He is
content to play in his high chair, pen or crib, and may enjoy a shift from one station to
another by way of variety.95
The account then described bathing, with toys (disapproved of by Watson,96 but now presented
as routine97) a long morning nap, a partially finger-fed lunch, a carriage ride, and a short
afternoon nap. The baby then woke, drank orange juice, and joined the family.
This is typically the most social period of the day. He enjoys being a member of the
household group. He enjoys social types of play including the usual nursery games….
A supper of cereal and fruit follows at about 6 o’clock. He is usually ready for the
night’s sleep in a quarter of an hour. He may “talk” to himself from fifteen minutes to an
hour, or he may promptly fall asleep. He may cry out momentarily during the course of
the night, without waking and without requiring attention.98
Gesell and Ilg’s description showed a notable a change in how mothers were encouraged
to view their babies. In How a Baby Grows, another of Gesell’s books comprising extensive
photographs of babies from birth to one year of age, he wrote, “…the baby must be allowed to
display initiative, self-reliance, and even a little refusal.”99 In sharp contrast to the authoritarian
advice of Holt and the “scientific pediatricians"100 and Watson and the behaviorists, Gesell and
Ilg’s emphasis on the baby as a small person with “his” own way of developing paved the way
for a new style in parenting advice literature that came after World War II.

1950: Raising Baby Boomers
American Families after World War II
In late 1940s and 1950s, birth rates soared as new family units were created at a high rate
after World War II. Only 17 percent of American families lived on farms, as many left rural
areas and cities for the new suburban lifestyle made possible by a building boom, new highways,
and affordable cars.101 Parents sought the advantages of better schools and more opportunities for
their children, but they left behind the opportunity to consult close-by extended families on baby
care issues.
Less than one-fifth of mothers in the 1950s were in the labor force. Children’s futures
seemed more secure, as new vaccines were developed and infant mortality for white babies
plummeted to less than five per 100 live births; and less secure in other ways, as the “Red Scare,”
McCarthyism, and fear of nuclear bombs occupied the public consciousness. A baby born in the
1950s could expect to live to age 70. Almost 60 percent of children born in the early 1950s
would graduate from high school, and, of those, more than 25 percent would go to college.102 A
mother in the 1950s would likely have owned a copy of a new and different baby book, Dr.
Benjamin Spock’s 1946 Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care,103 a best-selling
paperback that cost 25 cents and sold over 50 million copies.104 At the time, Spock’s book was
outsold only by the Bible, and still ranks among the all-time top 10 bestselling books.
Dr. Spock—America’s Baby Doctor
Spock offered reassuring advice from the opening lines of his book, “Trust yourself. You
know more than you think.”105 The book featured an index in which mothers could look up
almost any subject of concern: “Nose, objects in, 453” would guide a mother whose baby stuffed
a bead up his nose.106 In contrast to Watson, who felt that “no one today knows enough to raise a

child,” Spock urged parents not to be overawed by experts, and to relax and trust their common
sense. “The natural loving care that kindly parents give to their children is a hundred times more
valuable than their knowing how to pin a diaper on just right.”107
Spock himself attributed his book’s popularity and new mothers’ desire for advice books
to the fact that knowledge was advancing rapidly, so advice from grandmothers that might have
aided new mothers in the past was not viewed as up-to-date. Additionally, he observed that many
young parents were close to adolescence themselves and were trying to prove their independence
from their own parents, as the average age of first marriage dropped in the 1950s to the lowest
point of the century.108 As in previous decades, families feeling the pressures of changing times
sought the reassurance of experts in the increasing absence of extended family, or as a response
to the perception of their diminished relevance.
While parents of previous generations were advised against too much rocking, cuddling,
or kissing of babies, and were told that loud, strong cries were healthy exercise, Dr. Spock told
them that a baby who was comforted when he was miserable would not continue to demand
comfort when he did not need it. Spock consistently urged mothers to love their baby, to enjoy
their baby, to show the baby that “they think he’s wonderful” (Like Watson and Gesell, Spock’s
baby was always “he”), and to be friendly, as the baby needs “to be smiled at, talked to, played
with…just as much as he needs vitamins and calories.”109
Feeding the Baby
Like Gesell, Spock advised mothers to feed the baby when hungry, rather than by the
clock, advising, “Start with what he seems to need and work toward what is convenient for
all.”110 While he described breast-feeding as natural and healthy, the 19 pages of the book
devoted to breastfeeding primarily described breastfeeding problems,111 in contrast to the 29

pages about bottle-feeding.112 Rates of breastfeeding had been declining since the 1880s and
continued through this period.113 Whether Spock’s book contributed to or simply reflected this
trend, the nursing mother found little positive support from Spock.
Prior to the twentieth century, children were first given solid foods around twelve months
of age. Over time, concern about preventing overeating and digestive stress was replaced by
advice about making sure children ate all the food that they were offered.114 During the first half
of the twentieth century, doctors experimented with giving solid food earlier and earlier.
Competition among parents and aggressive advertising by the baby food industry contributed to
this trend. In the 1950s, Dr. Spock advised giving orange juice at six weeks and starting solids
between one and four months. By six months, Spock’s baby ate regular meals of fruit, vegetables,
meat, cereal, and eggs.115
Mothers liked Spock’s reassuring style. Unlike Gesell,116 he included no developmental
norms in his book, in an apparent effort not to worry parents. He described even difficult
situations in comforting ways, for example, his advice on seizures: “A convulsion is a
frightening thing to see in a child, but in most cases it is not dangerous in itself.” In contrast, a
contemporary book aimed at the same audience, Better Homes and Gardens Baby Book, offered
a less reassuring version of the same information: “A convulsion is terrifying to parents, but a
baby rarely, if ever, dies from one.”117
Baby’s Bedtime
Like his predecessors, Spock told mothers, “Better not let the child in your bed…I think
it’s a sensible rule not to take the child into the parents’ bed for any reason.”118 In contrast to the
flexible tone of much of his advice, he recommended a strictly enforced bedtime, and advised
mothers to leave the baby to cry for up to 30 minutes.

Toilet Training
Interpreting Sigmund Freud’s complex theories,119 Spock urged parents against
excessively early and severe toilet training, as he explained “second year possessiveness and
balkiness” that might set back early training efforts. He advised parents, “I don’t think there is
any one right time or way to begin toilet training,” and presented a variety of approaches that
began between 12 and 24 months, depending on the child and the degree to which parents
wished to direct the training process.120
The 1942 and 1945 editions of the government Infant Care bulletin also advised relaxed
handling, enjoying the baby, “demand” feeding, and later toilet training. The bulletins stated that
either breast or bottle-feeding was fine for the baby. No age was given for weaning; mothers
were advised to follow the child’s lead. Dr. Bundesen, Chicago health commissioner and author
of hospital pamphlets, had also softened his advice since his 1927 Baby Book, advising four hour
feeding schedules in his 1945 pamphlet but allowing that “some babies” would need more
flexibility. He recommended starting solid food at 4 months. Gone were the “Ten
Commandments of Motherhood.” He recommended putting the baby to bed at a scheduled time,
but if the baby cried, “it may be a good idea to leave such a baby for a short time after the 6:00
p.m. feeding, where he may watch persons and hear household sounds, or see the lights until he
falls asleep.”121 Bundesen still warned against crying as a bad habit, and advised mothers to
leave the baby to cry, but only after they had explored many alternatives.
While Spock’s book is popularly credited as a radical departure from the strictness of the
past, it built on Gesell’s work in the early 1940s and the mood of the post-war years away from
the behaviorism of the late 1920s. In fact, both the Infant Care pamphlets and Bundesen’s work

cited above pre-date Spock’s landmark book, suggesting that Spock reflected, rather than
pioneered, new ideas about parenting.
Unanswered Questions: Need for Further Study
This study of printed literature directed at a parent audience sampled popular works from
the turn of the twentieth century, post-World War I, the World War II years, and early baby
boom periods. It highlighted recommended infant care practices, particularly feeding, sleep, and
toilet-training, revealing significant change in those recommendations over a relatively short
period of time. However, it did not answer an important question about the extent to which the
experts’ recommendations reflected actual parenting practices, or the impact this literature had
on parenting practices. While some historians and child psychologists have weighed in, with
contrasting opinions,122 the question of the degree of correspondence, as well as cause and effect
relationship, between expert advice and contemporary parenting practices deserves further study.
Conclusion
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, sociological and economic changes
including industrialization, urbanization, and lower infant mortality changed family structures
and mothers’ lives, and helped create a growing market for published parenting literature.
Smaller, nuclear, and more mobile families, with higher literacy skills and more leisure time,
furthered the demand for parenting literature. New research in the field of child development
also added to interest in this material. As families’ circumstances changed over the decades
studied, mothers reached out to experts for guidance in the task of raising babies and children.
Much of that expert advice, presented to parents as scientific and universal, changed
considerably over a relatively short period of time. It would seem reasonable to assume that
parental advice literature served the important function of bridging the gap between those who

studied children and mothers who stood to benefit from that work. However, the advice provided
was informed as much by the experts’ own image of what American families should look like as
it was by any scientific findings. In the span of half a century, expert advice changed
dramatically. Infant feeding recommendations changed from rigidly scheduled feedings, whether
breast or bottle, to “demand” feeding, as the baby described in this literature morphed from a
creature in need of strict management to a small person with legitimate needs and preferences.
Mothers were told to introduce solid foods earlier and earlier in the baby’s life—over the span of
50 years, that age decreased from 12 months to one. Over the same time period, the
recommended age for initiating toilet training changed, in the opposite direction, even more
dramatically, from one month to one or even two years of age. Expert recommendations for
baby’s sleep habits changed from scheduled periods, preceded as necessary with a period of
crying, to a baby-led schedule. Complementing changing recommendations for sleep were
corresponding changes in daytime practices, as the experts came to value play and stimulation
over maximizing the amount of baby’s sleep, and the dominant characterization of the baby
(along with the pronoun change from “it’ to “he”) changed from manipulator to small developing
person with legitimate needs.
While all of the experts’ recommendations were touted as scientific and offered
unequivocally, in fact, those recommendations reflected changing patterns of thought in middleclass society rather than an empirical body of knowledge that stood over time.123 These changes
belie the absolutism of the experts’ advice. Human infant physiology, behavior, and development
did not change drastically in that relatively short time span of 50 years;124 however, experts’
recommendations did just that. These “expert” recommendations reflected societal changes and
goals, not changing knowledge of the physical and psychological needs of infants. The experts

changed their ideas, guided not by new professional knowledge about babies, but by the social
and cultural environment in which they lived and wrote.
The parenting literature cited in this essay illustrates these changes and provides a
window into the past, a record not so much of parenting behavior, but of cultural values and
goals. British psychologist and baby book author Penelope Leach, author of Your Baby and
Child: From Birth to Age Five,125 describes published parenting advice as “a complex
and…entrancing folklore of child care.”126 This essay documents and explicates a portion of that
literature.
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